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Artist designs her life
Making Her Way
Anna in tier East Boothbay Studio. Photo by Nancy Tsuchiya.
(The above photo was erroneously printed in our previous issue with the
article on women at Twin Oaks Community.)
by Nancy Tsuchiya
9
Consider your life a design. Given 
the material you have to work with, in 
what directions would you like to see 
growth? In what directions would you 
like to explore? When you reach the" 
.end of your life, _what experiences 
and feats of daring will (in retro- 
spect) give you the greatest satis- 
faction?
Of course it helps to have tools: 
a vocabulary of possibilities, a wild 
and fearless imagination, a sharp ear 
and eye for role models, and a deep 
commitment to the slow and lonely 
process of developing your personal 
vocabulary of being.
Regardless of our intent, most of 
us find our life plans or designs 
riddled with the natural symmetry of 
contradiction and paradox....it keeps 
us humble and loose.
Anna Strickland, a 33 year old 
artist-printmaker, has worked up an 
appealing design for herself in 
spite of and including the inevitable 
contradictions.
During the last few years she has 
spent her winters "making art" at 
schools of her choice (recently the 
Visual Studies Workshop in Rochester, 
N.Y.) and her summers in East Booth- 
bay , Maine.
Anna supports herself year round 
from the proceeds of a calendar she 
designs and prints during solitary 
summer days in Boothbay.
She found the idea of being inter- 
viewed for an article disturbing. 
Recent experiences as a role model 
have left her with sensitive memories 
which recall weariness and vulnera- 
bility.  
Anna has come to value her privacy. 
At the same time she understands 
deeply the importance of women sharing 
experiences and information with other 
women. She agrees that for purposes 
of real change today, only women can 
help other women positively and ef- 
fectively redefine their gifts and 
possibilities^-essential. tools for 
SELF determination.
This article is a patchwork of
Anna's solo journey as an independent 
artist/woman over the last seven years. 
It includes some experiences and ideas 
concerning the position of "role model", 
some challenges she's met on her 
journey, her work routine, and her 
attitudes towards it all.
Starting Out
About six years ago, having just 
come out of a divorce, Anna dis- 
tinguished herself among a group of 
women in the Boston art community by 
setting up a studio-loft and embarking 
upon (from scratch) a lifestyle suc- 
cessful both artistically and fi- 
nancially.
Release from the burden of an un- 
happy life situation, and feeling the 
need to quickly set up a new life. 
Anna found herself with time and 
energy to teach art classes, secure 
free lance jobs, do her own art, help 
establish the Boston Women's Graphic 
Collective (composed at the time of 
12 women) and help other promising 
artists along the way.
"Because I lived in my studio, the 
women who came for printmaking classes 
could see how I arranged my life. I'd 
often be finishing up a free lance 
job as people drifted in for class. 
It was a good opportunity for them to 
make the connection between what they 
were learning in class and the problem 
of making a living.
"I became an 'interesting' class 
to take," says Anna. "Students began 
to refer me to their friends and more 
and more women began signing up for 
my course."
Anna gathered that in the eyes of 
many of these women, she had ac- 
complished the impossible. But in 
her own opinion, different circum- 
stances make different things possi- 
ble. Her circumstances had forced 
her to support herself as an artist. 
She used what she considered to be
her "average" head, and survived. 
"The first job I got was silk 
screening 2000 McCarthy/Schriver T- 
shirts. I'd only silk screened one 
T-shirt before in my life. None of 
my friends wanted the job because.of 
the amount of organizing involved. 
I won the bid and took the job out 
of sheer guts. It went smoothly. I 
hired a bunch of friends to help and 
we all made good money."
Anna was happy to share the lessons 
that circumstances had forced on her, 
but she was alarmed and annoyed that 
many women felt a compunction to 
label her as "different" and put her 
up on the hot seat euphemistically 
called "the pedestal."
"People who insist on putting other 
people on a pedestal also feel free 
to knock them off. I don't like the 
position. We should be able to help 
each other without setting each other 
apart."
As a role model Anna was conscious 
of providing support and encourage- 
ment ..."and in some cases sharing my 
studio with women who showed promise 
and needed help. I think it is very 
important to have a space just for 
your work. A room in your house isn't 
quite the same thing. At home at- 
tention is divided and responsibil- 
ities become, confused. Women artists 
must take themselves and their work 
seriously.
"Even if I don't like a person, if 
I think the work is good, I'll try to 
help them. The work is vital. - We've 
got to learn this."
Teaching printmaking is a great 
way to make friends and community 
contacts. Anna was soon deeply ex- 
tended into local political activi- _._ 
ties, the feminist community, and 
free lance commitment, and was re- 
sponding to a growing barage of phone 
calls from current and former students 
seeking technical and vocational help.
"I was a real idealist during my 
years in Boston, and I sort of lived 
my ideas out. The idealism hasn't 
changed but I'm more of a private 
person now. It got to the point where 
I couldn't get my own work done. I 
was.putting out more x than I got back. 
I burnt out."
Priorities
About her work Anna says "It is 
the most important thing to me. I   
wish I could do it full time, but 
 it's sort of a crazy process.. .it's 
very solitary and sometimes very 
lonely. I envy musicians their co- 
operative spirit.
"Yet I often feel a conflict be- 
tween my work and any and all re- 
lationships with people whether 
friend or lover. It seems though, 
that for me, friend relationships are 
better than the great male/female re- 
lationship.
"At the same time I've always felt 
sad that I didn't have the makeup of 
a person who could sustain a long term 
relationship. When I look at the 
whole span of a life and try to fathom 
the meaning of it all, it seems that 
a long term relationship is a rich 
and important thing," Anna continued.
"I've always had male friends, but 
I've never felt that I could count on
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them the way I've found I can count 
on women. Most of the support that 
I've gotten along the way has come 
from women."
Where do people like Anna turn for 
direction? Who does she seek to 
emulate?
"There was a time in my life when' 
I was a student that I felt^so- power- 
less and lost that I had thoughts 
about suicide. That was when a
friend introduced me to an older wo- 
man artist, and I got a job cleaning 
house for her."
Anna told me that the woman's hus- 
band, who had been president of a 
college, died when she was in her 
early thirties, leaving her with a 
child and a pile of debts. She didn't 
have any specific skills but she'd 
always had an interest in painting, so 
she started painting. She became a 
successful, fairly well known naive 
painter. "I saw how she managed," 
Anna said, "and it gave me confidence." 
"Also I have a few friends who I be- 
lieve have a remarkable grasp of their 
lives. I interview them as you're 
interviewing me now, to find out how 
they do it.
"I haven't really found any teachers 
who are role models though. The 
schools I've gone to haven't had many 
women instructors . Few of them make 
it through the male dominated hier- 
archy . There are plenty of women in 
graduate courses but they don't get 
selected for the jobs afterwards.
"We need more women teachers for 
support and as examples. I've found 
that most male teachers don't take the 
work of their female -students as seri- 
ously as they do the work of the men. 
They tend to protect male egos and to 
discourage women. There's no point in 
approaching the administration, they're 
usually all male and just write dis- 
satisfied women off as hysterical fe- 
males. That's what happened to me at 
one art school."
Inspiration
Anna has found literature to be 
-another important source of inspi- 
ration. "I read a lot of poetry. 
Denise Levertov is good. She's a .poet 
who's probably in her 50's now. She 
wrote a book of essays, A Poet in the 
World. It's a helpful book for any 
artist to read.
"I like to read Virginia Woolf, and 
material about her. I think she and 
Leonard had a really neat relationship. 
I've always been interested in Judy 
Chicago...she's been very good about 
sharing her experiences. Also I've 
read a lot of Colette.
"And of course Georgia O'Keefe. 
History may find her to be the most 
significant American painter to date. 
Anyone who has the reputation she has, 
has done a lot for women and a lot for 
art."
Anna's summers of nearly total 
isolation in Boothbay are reminiscent 
of Georgia O'Keefe's summers alone in 
New Mexico away from Alfred Steiglitz 
and the frenzie of New York City.
"I love my summers in Boothbay. 
The time-sense I get here suits me. 
I've always thought of myself as kind
of a slow person I think I'm a bit 
behind the rest of the world. I find 
it hard to respond immediately to 
things and I must muddle through 
thoughts at my own pace." About time, 
Anna said, "I think of time as a space 
in which to do things. Here in Maine 
I have plenty of time and few dis- 
tractions."
Anna rents a huge, empty, four 
story building overlooking the Mill 
Pond. She has made the entire 
building her temporary summer home/ 
studio workshop and rattles around in 
it like a creative pea.
"I like to get up real early here; 
at around 6 a.m. I work for three 
or four hours before I even shower and 
have breakfast. After breakfast I 
work for another three or four hours 
until lunch. I eat well...I mean good 
healthy food, but I usually eat standing 
up. . When I get into working, all do- 
mestic things fall by the wayside. 
Yes, studio living helps this.
"After lunch I'll go for a walk. 
It's so beautiful here that I try to 
arrange to do as much work as possible
'Anna
outside. I can do design work out- 
doors but I've got to begin printing 
pretty soon and that will' keep me 
inside more.
"I don't have much contact with 
people except when I ride my bike to 
town twice a week for supplies. I'd 
go less often but I can only fit a 
limited amount of food and laundry in 
my basket."
Anna's only close friends in the 
area own a gallery in town and Anna 
generally has lunch with one of them 
on her shopping expeditions.
When asked where she would like to 
find herself in 20 years, Anna replied. 
"I hope I'm teaching somewhere, and I 
hope I've gotten a real body of work 
done by then. Work of the sort that 
has a thread running through it. I'm 
not so interested in becoming 'well 
known' as I am in simply being able to 
do my own work."
During the week in which Anna and 
I had these conversations, a man 
friend arrived at her studio. The 
previous week they had laid plans for 
him to stay with her through July and 
August. I wondered what effect his 
presence would have on her work rou- 
tine, but I remembered what she had 
said about loneliness and the value of 
long term relationships.
When the man arrived Anna underwent
a change. I particularly noted the 
change in her face, which I found 
disconcerting. At 33 Anna's face is 
beginning to show lines of character 
which hint at a seasoned inner 
structure of person. She doesn't 
have wrinkles, but certain creases 
will appear and disappear easily with 
facial expression. And the places 
that they appear on her face show 
.habits of concentration, patience, 
concern and determination.
For a while after her friend ar- 
rived her face lost those creases and 
became slightly rounder and childlike. 
This change suggested to me that a 
portion of Anna's fine inner structure 
disappeared in the company of her 
lover. After about three days the 
creases began to appear again in 
conversation and the roundness came 
and went along with the continuing 
interplay of creases.
At one point during our private 
conversations Anna said, "Today I am 
older and more relaxed than I used 
to be. I understand life and its 
complexity better. I don't waste as 
much time and energy trying to make 
things happen that won't happen. I 
won't force relationships. If (he) 
doesn't come to Boston this fall I'll 
feel badly but I'll still continue 
with my plans, and life will go on."
As it turned out, Anna's friend 
moved back to Boston with her the 
following autumn. They lived together 
in her loft for several months, but 
by mid winter Anna felt compelled to 
reclaim her time and space and her 
friend moved to an apartment of his 
own.. They are still "a couple" but 
Anna's space and her work remain the 
center of her life.
Anna is now a graduate student on 
scholarship at Tuft's University 
Museum school. Her goal is to get 
her M.F.A. in printmaking and even- 
tually secure a teaching job.
Nancy Tsuchiya is a free lance photo- 
grapher and sometimes writer living 
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